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Purpose – This paper aims to investigate the motivations of social entrepreneurs in East Africa to create a
social enterprise and their identified links to successful social entrepreneurship in East Africa.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors employed a qualitative method by performing thematic
analysis on a set of interviews on social entrepreneurs from East Africa who are Ashoka fellows.
Findings – The findings suggest that intense personal experiences linked to past-life events as well as a high
achievement orientation towards improving livelihoods and creating impact serve as key triggers for social
entrepreneurship. Successful entrepreneurship focusses on system change at national and local levels. Their
success is also seen when the social entrepreneurs have achieved their mission and are no longer needed; thus,
they become irrelevant. The paper discusses the implications of these findings on the model used for
sustainable social entrepreneurship in East Africa.
Practical implications – Based on an exploratory research on Ashoka fellows, the study adds insight to their
motivations and success which can be used in a wider scale study of the same.
Originality/value – The authors advance the scarce empirical research on East African social entrepreneurs,
link success factors of social entrepreneurship to a recent framework on motivation to engage in social
entrepreneurship and stimulate further research in the area. The study contributes to the literature on social
entrepreneurship by linking success factors of social entrepreneurship to a recent framework on motivation to
engage in social entrepreneurship.
Keywords Motivation, Successful entrepreneurship, East Africa, Social entrepreneurship, Systemic change,
Ashoka
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Social entrepreneurship in Africa is growing substantially and getting important attention
as a mechanism to deal with social problems (Littlewood and Holt, 2018). Academic interest
in social entrepreneurship in South Africa and across Africa (Kerlin, 2008) is also growing,
but at present, this research remains relatively nascent and fragmented in relation to
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African environments (Littlewood and Holt, 2018). Previous studies have focussed on the
meaning and characteristics of individual social entrepreneurs and the extent to which they
and their enterprises compare and contrast with those of traditional entrepreneurs. The
focus, particularly, has been on how opportunities are identified and exploited, what these
entrepreneurs do and what they achieve for their communities (Austin et al., 2006; Dacin
et al., 2010; Murphy and Coombes, 2009; Sharir and Lerner, 2006; Spear, 2006; Thompson,
2002; Trivedi and Stokols, 2011; Van Ryzin et al., 2009; Zahra et al., 2009). A few studies,
such as Sharir and Lerner (2006), have identified similarities between social
entrepreneurship and traditional entrepreneurship in terms of their combination of
various motives, their process of initiation, establishment and development of ventures.
Majority of motivational research has examined traditional entrepreneurs as initiators of
their businesses (Mitchell, 2003; Benzing and Chu, 2009) with variations on focus such as
gender (Isaga, 2019). Other emerging areas of focus include ecopreneurs (Kirwood and
Walton, 2010), senior entrepreneurs (Perenyi et al., 2018) and youth in arts and technology
(Toscher et al., 2020).
Despite the extensive research on motivations of traditional entrepreneurs, there exists
little research on social entrepreneurs’ individualities and motivations (Boluk and Mottiar,
2014; Germak and Robinson, 2014; Omorede, 2014; Ghalwash et al., 2017) in developing
economies. Traditional entrepreneurship motivation theory has benefited from studies
such as Krueger et al. (2000) based on Ajzen’s theory of planned behaviour (1991) and
Shapero’s model of entrepreneurial event (Shapero and Sokol, 1982). Though Sharir and
Lerner (2006) extend theoretical knowledge through evaluation of the critical success
factors for social entrepreneurship, more is needed regarding factors that cause sustained
motivation towards successful social entrepreneurship. This study benefits theory through
a model illustrating factors that motivate social entrepreneurs towards creation of
successful ventures that deliver social value and impact to communities, through systemic
change.
Recent research in Africa has focussed on the motivations and intentions to start a social
enterprise (Boluk and Mottiar, 2014; Omorede, 2014; Ghalwash et al., 2017) and antecedents to
become a social entrepreneur (Urban and Teise, 2015; Elliot, 2019). However, more studies are
needed that emphasize context, value systems (Shapero and Sokol, 1982) and role of culture
on entrepreneur motivation (Aramand, 2012). The influence of the environment is important
based on Gartner’s (1985) institutional theory, which emphasizes the importance of the
environment on location of business (social entrepreneurship), social enterprise growth and
the characteristics of the social entrepreneur. Since social entrepreneurship varies based on
socio-economic and cultural environments (Mair and Marti, 2006), understanding these
factors contributes to better understanding of individual social entrepreneurs (Bacq and
Jansen, 2011) and their engagement in social entrepreneurship (Ghalwash et al., 2017). Until
recently, few studies have evaluated the motivations that drive social entrepreneurs in East
Africa and how they perceive the successes of their ventures.
This study focussed on Ashoka fellows by borrowing insights from Ashoka in the context
of East Africa. Ashoka East Africa was founded in 2001 and is the youngest programme in
Africa with the smallest fellowship presence: in only four countries in the region. Out of the
six countries in the East African region, only Kenya and Tanzania are lower middle-income
countries with the others being low-income countries having a gross national income (GNI)
per capita of less than $1,035 (World Bank, 2020). In their multi-country study, that included
the three East African countries represented in this study, Rivera-Santos et al. (2015) found
empirical evidence indicating the significance of the sub-Saharan African context.
Dimensions of acute poverty, ethnic group identity and other additional factors of colonial
history and informality of employment were significant environmental factors that
influenced social entrepreneurship. In addition, corruption, political landscape, illiteracy
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and low education rates (Ghalwash et al., 2017) make starting and running successful
enterprises in sub-Saharan Africa more difficult than other regions of the world (RiveraSantos et al., 2015). The Ashoka social entrepreneurs working with the society are likely to
exhibit strong community orientation (Chandra, 2018). As change-makers with systemchanging ideas (Drayton, 2002), these social entrepreneurs can give attention to social
problems with the same kind of determination and innovation that is in business
entrepreneurs (Dees, 2007). This study explored how the motivations of East African
social entrepreneurs who have started successful ventures in this challenging environment
benefit social entrepreneurship. This study therefore aimed to investigate the motivations of
social entrepreneurs in East Africa, why they create social enterprises and their identified
links to successful social entrepreneurship. The study adds more inclusive knowledge to the
global understanding and current debates on social entrepreneurship on African
environments (Littlewood and Holt, 2018). It provides data that are African in the area of
management (Rivera-Santos et al., 2015) and increase base-of-the-pyramid (BoP) research
(Kolk et al., 2014), a characteristic describing majority of Africa’s population (Acheampong
and Esposito, 2014).
This paper builds on the theory presented by Germak and Robinson (2014) in which they
propose a framework suggesting that there exists a unique blend of motivational components
in nascent social entrepreneurs that could explain why they engage in social
entrepreneurship over other types of work. The multifaceted framework suggests that
social entrepreneurs would need to possess a blended motivation, including some levels of
achievement orientation and self-actualization (personal fulfilment), in addition to the desire
to help the society. The paper extends this framework to include past-life experiences as an
additional component to expound on motivation theories and contextualize the study to
Africa. This addition links motivation to start a venture to the components that define the
success of the venture. The model proposed in this study validates Germak and Robinson’s
framework by bringing out additional findings from practising entrepreneurs on the
motivational components. This study expands the regional study location which Germak and
Robinson expressed as a limitation of a single-location study.
In seeking to understand the role that motivation plays in setting up new enterprises and
how the entrepreneurs perceive success, this study explored the following research questions:
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RQ1. What are the factors that motivate social entrepreneurs in East Africa to create
social enterprises?
RQ2. How do social entrepreneurs define success in their social enterprises?
This paper starts by reviewing social entrepreneurship literature. It then details the
methodology used to collect and analyse the data, followed by an examination of specific
motivations of the social entrepreneurs interviewed. This paper extends the framework
proposed by Germak and Robinson (2014) to include past-life experiences as an additional
aspect which expands on motivation theories and contextualizes the study to Africa. A
presentation of the key findings of the empirical data collected then follows linking the
motivations to success in the social enterprises. The final section concludes with the broader
implications of our research for the social entrepreneurship literature.
Literature review
The ideas fuelling social entrepreneurship are not new (Thompson et al., 2000), though the
term as it is used in academic literature encompasses a broad range of activities and
initiatives. This section will review literature on social entrepreneurship, examine the
motivations of social entrepreneurs in starting their ventures and identifying how this relates
to success in their enterprises.

Published by DigitalCommons@SHU, 2021

3

New England Journal of Entrepreneurship, Vol. 24 [2021], No. 2, Art. 2

NEJE
24,2

82

Social entrepreneurship and social enterprise
The term “social entrepreneurship” is accredited to the Ashoka founder and social
entrepreneur Bill Drayton who coined it in the 1980s (Dees, 2007) and opened it up to the
world of academia (Dees, 1998). Social entrepreneurship is defined in varied ways with no
unified definition (Short et al., 2009) due to disagreements of what constitutes social
entrepreneurship (Austin et al., 2006; Bacq and Janssen, 2011; Shaw and Carter, 2007). In the
African continent, there is still no consensus on the meaning of the term social
entrepreneurship (Mair and Marti, 2006; Zahra et al., 2009; Dacin et al., 2010) or how social
enterprises differ from other ventures in other parts of the world (Littlewood and Holt, 2018;
Rivera-Santos et al., 2015). Short et al. (2009) bring out the various contexts in which the social
entrepreneurship definition is used, making it more complicated due to multiple perspectives
on the concept (Dacin and Dacin, 2011; Harding, 2004; Mair and Martı, 2006; Weerawardena
and Mort, 2006). Social entrepreneurship has been mainly defined on the basis of the “social”
(Tan et al., 2005), where it alludes to addressing social problems in a society where
governments and charity have not succeeded (Dees, 2007). Criticisms of the social
entrepreneurship definition occur where it is deemed as too narrow (Light, 2006) or too
broad, thus losing its meaning (Dees, 1998). In this study, social entrepreneurship is defined
as the primary mission and outcomes of the social entrepreneur, which is embedded in
creating social value through provision of solutions to social problems found in the society
(Dacin et al., 2010, p. 42).
Just as there is little consensus on what constitutes social entrepreneurship, the same lack
of a unified definition extends to the definitions of social enterprises (Austin et al., 2006; Choi
and Majumdar, 2014; Mort et al., 2003; Rivera-Santos et al., 2015). However, agreement on
social enterprise definitions exists on the dual bottom line of social enterprises with social and
economic aims (Bacq and Jansen, 2011; Doherty et al., 2014). While social entrepreneurship
constitutes the process, the social entrepreneur who is the founder starts a social enterprise as
a result of social entrepreneurship (Mair and Marti, 2006). Social enterprises are also part of
the third sector (Sharir and Lerner, 2006), falling within specific domains and contexts of
social entrepreneurship that influence their formation. Some researchers seem to agree that
they are economically sustainable businesses that differ in scope and areas of operation
(Sharir and Lerner, 2006). Social enterprises have thus, on the one hand, been defined from
this dimension as ventures that address and respond to specific situations (Santos, 2012), that
address and solve unmet needs in the society brought about by market failure or the inability
of government (Galera and Borzaga, 2009; Haugh, 2005; Mair and Marti, 2006; Seelos and
Mair, 2005; Shaw and Carter, 2007) or charities to meet them. They are the “new engines of
reform” (Dees, 2007, p. 24). They have also been defined on the basis of schools of thought
emphasizing either the innovative nature of the entrepreneur or the non-profit nature of the
enterprise (Rivera-Santos et al., 2015).
Social entrepreneurs
Despite the varied definitions of a social entrepreneur, there is general agreement that a social
entrepreneur is one who is actively involved in starting a business or is the owner/manager of
a business which has primarily social as opposed to profit-making objectives. The business
uses the surpluses mainly to achieve these social goals and is located in either the non-profit,
for-profit or government sectors (Austin et al., 2006; Dees, 1998; Dees and Anderson, 2003;
Emerson and Twersky, 1996; Galera and Borzaga, 2009; Thompson, 2002).
Social entrepreneurs are defined in a practical way as catalysts for social transformation
Alvord et al. (2004), as transformational leaders and even as social heroes in some circles
(Galera and Borzaga, 2009; Renko, 2012; Seelos and Mair, 2005; Boluk and Mottiar, 2014).
Given that this study’s informants were all Ashoka fellows, this study’s informants were all
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Ashoka fellows, this study embraced the Ashoka definition of social entrepreneurs as
individuals “who conceive of, and relentlessly pursue, a new idea designed to solve societal
problems on a very wide scale by changing the systems that undergird the problem” (Leviner
et al., 2006, pp. 92-93).
Motivations for social entrepreneurs to start their ventures
Motivation is viewed as an important construct in traditional entrepreneurship (Isaga, 2019)
and an important path to describe social entrepreneurs. Motivation in social entrepreneurship
is often interlinked with the intent of starting and running a social enterprise through having
a conscious awareness to start an enterprise (Carsrud and Br€annback, 2011; Elliot, 2019). By
definition, social entrepreneurs are people “with new ideas to address major problems. . . who
are relentless in the pursuit of their visions. . . and, who will not give up until they have spread
their ideas as far as they possibly can” (Bornstein, 2004, pp. 1–2). This definition lends itself to
the characteristics and motivations of social entrepreneurs (Dacin et al., 2010).
Push and pull factors have also been credited to the motivation to start new ventures
where entrepreneurs fall into either category (Gilad and Levine, 1996; Segal et al., 2005;
Schjoedt and Shaver, 2007). “Pull” motivations include the need for achievement, the desire to
be independent and opportunities for social development, while “Push” motivations may
arise from (the risk of) unemployment, family pressure and individuals’ general
dissatisfaction with their current situation (van der Zwan et al., 2016). Life events linked to
push and pull factors have been found to motivate social entrepreneurs to start a business
(Humphris, 2017).
Despite the limited research on antecedents of entrepreneurial intention in Africa (Urban
and Teise, 2015), recent research indicates that the motivations and intentions to start a social
enterprise is influenced by a number of factors, such as local conditions and an intentional
mindset (Omorede, 2014). Lifestyle (Boluk and Mottiar, 2014) as well as social problems,
inspiration, previous personal experiences and social networks (Ghalwash et al., 2017),
moderated by gender and culture (Elliot, 2019), also influence entrepreneurial motivation.
Urban and Teise (2015) include skills such as moral judgement and empathy and
achievement and self-efficacy. Urban and Kujinga’s (2017) survey of university students in
South Africa confirmed that motivation and ease of access in setting up a social enterprise is
an important first step in encouraging social entrepreneurs.
Germak and Robinson (2014) suggest a blended social entrepreneurship motivational
model with personal fulfilment, helping society (Galera and Borzaga, 2009; Nga and
Shamuganathan, 2010; Renko, 2012; Urban and Teise, 2015; Zahra et al., 2009), a nonmonetary focus (Boluk and Mottiar, 2014), achievement orientation and closeness to the social
problem as motivators leading to social entrepreneurship engagement, differentiating it from
traditional entrepreneurship. Experiencing a personal problem can contribute to the setting
up of a social enterprise, especially when the experience relates to a deprived background. It
creates an understanding of the solution needed to solve the problem (Williams and Nadin,
2012; Germak and Robinson, 2014; Drennan et al., 2015; Hervieux and Voltan, 2018;
Elliot, 2019).
Social entrepreneurs exhibit motives not fully investigated in the literature, such as
lifestyle (Boluk and Mottiar, 2014). Additional motivation is from social problems brought
about by inefficient institutional frameworks found in developing economies (Ghalwash
et al., 2017).
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Motivation as an antecedent to success in social entrepreneurship
Defining success in social entrepreneurship is difficult (Bornstein, 2010), given all the
contexts that social entrepreneurs are involved in (Choi and Majumdar, 2014) and the few
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studies done to identify the critical success factors of social enterprises (Sharir and Lerner,
2006). Many times, success is interpreted in terms of the social value and impact created
(Alvord et al., 2004, Hlady-Rispal and Servantie, 2018; Shaw and Carter, 2007; Zahra and Dess,
2001). Successful social enterprises are seen as those that generate social value directly or
indirectly. Through provision of solutions to social problems (Mair and Marti, 2006), they
emphasize the sense of mission and service (Sharir and Lerner, 2006) driven by the creation of
social value and impact on communities.
The most notable contribution towards understanding the antecedents of social
entrepreneurial behaviour, though, is the work of Mair and Noboa (2006), who developed a
theoretical framework of social entrepreneurial intentions. They suggested that empathy,
moral judgement, self-efficacy and social support are the four antecedents of social
entrepreneurial intentions. Specifically, empathy serves as a substitute for attitude towards
the behaviour, moral judgement as a substitute for subjective norm, self-efficacy as a
substitute for perceived internal behavioural control and social support as a substitute for
perceived external behavioural control. Hockerts (2017) extended Mair and Noboa’s (2006)
model by including one additional antecedent: prior experience with social problems.
Entrepreneurial intentions are key to the development of social enterprises and thus serve as
important precursors to their success.
Alvord et al. (2004) determined in their study that “successful social entrepreneurship
initiatives are led by entrepreneurs who have the capacity to work and bridge diverse
stakeholder groups”, (p. 274) leading to systemic change. “They create innovative solutions to
immediate social problems and mobilize ideas, capacities, resources and social arrangements
required for sustainable social transformations” (Alvord et al., 2004, p. 262). Ashoka uses
several criteria to measure the effectiveness or success of the social enterprises which should
result in systemic change (Leviner et al., 2006). Motivation is linked to successful social
enterprises where it plays a foundational role in the launch, growth and success in not-forprofit enterprises (Carsrud and Br€annback, 2011; Shane et al., 2003). The motives and purpose
of social entrepreneurs influences the success of their engagements (Sharir and Lerner, 2006).
Methodology
The qualitative method was employed in this study to derive rich descriptions appropriate to
social entrepreneurship research (Miles and Huberman, 1984). Mair and Marti (2006) argue
that the qualitative dimension helps to uncover the dynamics of success and failure in social
entrepreneurships. The study was guided by research questions that explored the
motivations of East African social entrepreneurs who are also Ashoka fellows. The study
was exploratory and sought to build on the foundation of Germak and Robinson’s social
entrepreneurship motivational framework as suggested in their recommendations for further
research (Germak and Robinson, 2014, p. 19). Consistent with the study of Shaw and Carter
(2007), the researchers were able to approach the research with some objectivity in the
collection of data since they are not Ashoka fellows nor practising social entrepreneurs.
Figure 1 illustrates Germak and Robinson’s (2014) framework and describes the five thematic

Personal Fulfilment

Figure1.
Germak and
Robinson’s social
entrepreneurship
motivation
framework (2014)

Helping Society
Non-Monetary Focus

Social Entrepreneurship Engagement

Achievement Orientation
Closeness to social problem
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constructs that impact the motivation of social entrepreneurs and lead to social
entrepreneurship engagement. This unique blend of motivational factors may drive people
from diverse backgrounds to engage in social entrepreneurship.
Sampling and data collection
The researchers began with identification of possible participants through a web search of
organizations engaging in social entrepreneurship. The participants were representative of
East Africa and met the following criteria:
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(1) They were social entrepreneurs aiming to create social value and catalysing change
through not-for-profit enterprises (Alvord et al., 2004).
(2) They had no prior experience specifically with social enterprises before forming their
social enterprises (Germak and Robinson, 2014).
(3) They identified as change-makers (Leviner et al., 2006).
(4) They came from multiple locations in East Africa. This served to build on the
limitation of the study by Germak and Robinson (2014) which was a single-location
study.
(5) The social entrepreneurs addressed wicked problems in various sectors which
included poverty, unemployment and social shunning of marginalized persons
(Ghalwash et al., 2017; Omorede, 2014).
Ashoka fellows met these criteria, and we proceeded to contact the East Africa regional
Ashoka office which gave us permission for its organization and the Ashoka East Africa
fellows to take part in the study. Further selection of Ashoka fellows resulted in a sample of
ten cases based on the following:
(1) The fellows had passed through the rigorous criteria of a new idea, creativity,
entrepreneurial quality, social impact of the idea and ethical fibre and had launched
the current enterprise (Gartner, 1988; Leviner et al., 2006; Shane and Venkataraman,
2000).
(2) Their participation and facilitation as panellists in two international social
entrepreneurship conferences held in Nairobi, Kenya, was notable. One was held in
October 2019, with the theme “sustainable social entrepreneurship as a framework for
social transformation” and the other took place in December 2019, themed “Impact!
Africa Social Entrepreneurship Summit 2019”.
(3) They represented multiple sectors and were from the three regions of East Africa,
which translates into a diverse sample (Creswell, 2007) as indicated in Table 1.
The case study approach was used with each Ashoka fellow representing a social enterprise
case. Since motivation of social entrepreneurs is still a nascent field, use of multiple case
studies for robust data collection is recommended by Yin (2014) and Eisenhardt (1989), where
each individual represents a case. The qualitative in-depth approach is supported by
Gartner’s (1985) arguments on heterogeneity and the complex phenomenon of creating new
ventures. This qualitative method employed an exploratory and inductive approach
appropriate to theory-building in understudied phenomena such as motivations of social
entrepreneurs. The method enhanced in-depth information gathering of the social
entrepreneurs’ experiences capturing rich information leading to a better understanding of
their motivations and success factors. This method is consistent with other related theorybuilding work by Boluk and Mottiar (2014), Omorede (2014), Ghalwash (2017) and Littlewood
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Registration
year

Social enterprise

Founder

Family Alliance for
Development and
Cooperation
(FADECO)

Entrepreneur
1

1993

Flip Africa

Entrepreneur
2

2018

Fundi Bots

Entrepreneur
3

2014

Youth LITE (Lead,
Inspire, Transform,
Empower) Kenya

Entrepreneur
4

2012

Nafisika Trust

Entrepreneur
5

The Youth Banner
Kenya (TYB)

Entrepreneur
6

2010

National Union of
Coffee
Agribusinesses and
Farm Enterprises
(NUCAFE)

Entrepreneur
7

2003

Crafts of Africa
People to People
Tourism

Entrepreneur
8

1988
2001

Table 1.
Profile of the case
studies
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Background

Sector

Country

Provides small-scale
farmers communities
with technology to
preserve and package
produce
Leverages technology
through a platform so
youth find jobs and
are included in social
safety nets
A passion project to
leverage robotics as a
learning tool in
classrooms and
communities to learn
how to programme
computers and robots
Brands students as
consultants, where
they and local
authority create
business solutions
Delivers
rehabilitation
programmes for the
inmates, to transition
back into the society
reducing the rate of
reoffense creating
safer communities
Founded through the
Banner Economic
Empowerment
program (BEEP).
Provides rural youth
with skills training
It is called the farmers
ownership model
with coffee farmers
packaging and
exporting their own
coffee as a finished
product
Artisan communities
host tourists who
experience life in
Kenya through
cultural immersion in
the homes of the
artisans

Agricultural

Tanzania

Youth
employment

Uganda

Education
science and
technology

Uganda

Youth
employment

Kenya

Correctional
and prisons

Kenya

Youth
employment

Kenya

Agricultural

Uganda

Tourism/
export

Kenya

(continued )
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Social enterprise

Founder

Nampya Farmers
Market

Entrepreneur
9

Hill Preparatory
School

Entrepreneur
10

Registration
year
2014

1988

Background

Sector

Country

Build fair and reliable
markets for
agricultural
producers and
retailers through
mobile supply-based
platform
Integrates children
with learning
disabilities and their
regular counterparts

Agricultural

Uganda

Successful
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Education
and special
needs

Uganda

Table 1.

and Holt (2018). Data were collected through in-person, in-depth interviews with the ten
Ashoka fellows. The interviews were conducted over a period of one month: from 30 October
2019 to 5 December 2019. The interviews averaged 50 min. In all the interviews, we probed for
more information allowing us to build an in-depth narrative of each case, in line with Alvord
et al.’s (2004) suggestion. Majority of the interviews were held at the location of the two
conferences and one at the participant’s office; all in Nairobi.
Interview guides were used to focus the questions. With the participants’ permission, the
researchers recorded the interviews through note taking and digital recordings. These
recordings were then transcribed and checked for accuracy. Minor corrections were made
where omissions were noted. Secondary information was also sourced from the social
entrepreneurs’ respective websites, Ashoka website, and the conference profilesi. Data were
analysed through thematic analysis where themes were identified on the first level such as
personal background experiences, compassion, proximity to the issue and iterated until key
themes emerged. These were then grouped into categories and compared to the selected
framework used in the study.
A description of the case profiles is illustrated in Table 1 with the social enterprise name,
year of registration, background, sector and country where the enterprise is located. The key
sectors are tourism and correctional facilities/prisons in Kenya; agriculture in Tanzania and
Uganda; education in Uganda with a focus on science, technology and special needs and
youth employment in Kenya and Uganda. The social enterprises were formed between 1988
and 2018.

Findings
The findings discussed here start with the key findings presented under each research
question on the factors that motivate social entrepreneurs in East Africa to create social
enterprises and their definition of social entrepreneurship success which is linked to their
own enterprises. Verbatim quotations were used to highlight the findings of the research and
tables utilized to compare the patterns identified in the cases (Miles and Huberman, 1984).
Since this was an exploratory study building on a fairly recent theoretical framework, the
findings can be further developed using larger samples and incorporating wider coverage of
the East African region.
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Theme

Source theory

Component description

Personal
fulfilment

Maslow (1943)

Independence
Self-actualization need to
start a SE
Motivated by high-order
needs
Commitment to public
interest compassion

Helping society PSM (Perry, 1996,
1997)
Miller et al. (2012)

Social
entrepreneur
Entrepreneur 8

Independence
Self-employment

Entrepreneur 2

Statistics on
unemployed youth
Improve community
Farmers own their
coffee
Safe society through
rehabilitated inmates
Past-life events

Entrepreneur 1
Entrepreneur 7
Entrepreneur 5
Past-life events –closeness to
the problem, thus helping
society
Pure profit motive
Triple bottom line

Non-monetary
focus

Financial
management

Achievement
orientation

McClelland’s et al., Need to complete a
Need theory 1953 significant achievement or
impact

Entrepreneurs
1,2, 3, 5,7,10
All 10
Entrepreneur 1
All 10
Entrepreneur 9
Entrepreneur 3
Entrepreneur 5
Entrepreneur 2
Entrepreneur 6
Entrepreneur 4

Closeness to
social problem

PSM (Perry and
Wise, 1990; Hsieh
et al., 2011)
Miller et al. (2012)

Nature of motivation

No-profit motive
No patent on
technology
Create systemic
change
Agriculture as a
stable occupation for
farmers
Passion for a
curriculum enhanced
by robots
Challenge mindsets
on inmates
National safety nets
through youth
employment
Accelerate youth
ideas
Youth as the
consultants

Get some recognition for it
Deep rooted compassion or Entrepreneur 1
closeness to the missions or
causes supported by their
Entrepreneur 5
organizations
Entrepreneur 10
Increased resonance of the
motivational factor

Table 2.
Findings on the blend
of motivational
components
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Missionary to help
others
Avoid repeat
offenders
Integrate special and
normal children
Entrepreneur 1, 9 Poverty in a land of
plenty
Entrepreneur 2 Sibling
unemployment
Entrepreneur 3 Frustration with
school
Entrepreneur 4 Past low self-esteem
Entrepreneur 7 Poor coffee farmers
home
Entrepreneur 10 Had a special needs
child
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Motivations of the social entrepreneurs
RQ1. What are the factors that motivate social entrepreneurs in East Africa to create social
enterprises?.
The findings illustrated in Table 2 centred on the themes of closeness to the problem, helping
society, achievement orientation and non-monetary focus, with one entrepreneur in the
personal fulfilment category. Past-life events combined both closeness to the problem and
helping society. Achievement orientation was linked to creation of systemic change in both
the community and national environments.

Successful
social
enterprises in
East Africa
89

Personal fulfilment and independence
Findings reveal that only one social entrepreneur expressed personal fulfilment as a
motivation. This finding was different from that in Germak and Robinson’s (2014) study
where nascent social entrepreneurs had a strong desire to be their own bosses. There is
agreement that personal fulfilment was not the only driver but was tied to commitment to
public interest and helping society. The founder of People to People Tourism said,
My motivation was working with the grass root communities. . .I had decided to be self-employed as
this is where I get my satisfaction (entrepreneur 8, personal communication, 5 December 2019).

Helping society
Helping society emerged as a motivating factor in the setting up of social enterprises. A total
of four entrepreneurs expressed compassion as a driving force to helping society and a
contributor to their commitment to public interest. Family Alliance for Development and
Cooperation (FADECO) recollected that:
My motivation was to make the community better. I mobilized people and looked at the needs of
others. I looked at what is the common thing to make them successful (entrepreneur 1, personal
communication, 30 October 2019).

The commitment of NUCAFE to helping coffee farmers in their communities is also evident.
The founder echoes this sentiment by stating that:
Farmers did not have ownership over their coffee. They were just custodians. I therefore saw the
need for the farmers to own their coffee (entrepreneur 7, personal communication, 4 December 2019).

Helping society was also observed through compassion and the ability to connect with people
at an emotional level when they are experiencing hardships. The founder of Nafisika Trust
explained that:
My bubble burst at the end of the year when I asked my students . . .about their plans after prison. . .
one of my students . . . looked me dead in the face and told me he was going to go back and forge
cheques. . . I was so heartbroken (entrepreneur 5, personal communication, 13 November 2019).

Social entrepreneurs with a business and entrepreneurship background aspire to help
society. This is supported by the view expressed by the founder of Nampya Farmers Market:
My entry point was to see that agriculture becomes a stable occupation for the farmers to improve
their livelihoods and so farmers can educate their children and even the urban dwellers can be able to
access fresh food at better prices (entrepreneur 10, personal communication, 5 December 2019).

Non-monetary focus
Despite the challenges faced in raising funds, the social entrepreneurs persisted in their cause
with help from their social networks. They were rarely driven by the profit motive. The
founder of FADECO clarifies this by saying,
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In my village people did not have firewood but had food so I initiated planting of trees like 100 trees.
Membership was doing what we had agreed to do and was not based on money (entrepreneur 1,
personal communication, 30 October 2019).

Achievement orientation
This component was evident in all the entrepreneurs since they showed the need to create
something with significant impact. This was observable in the forms of systemic changes
they chose to bring about. This theme is aligned with a core criterion required of Ashoka
fellows: to create impact that leads to a wide array of change. From the study, systemic
change was observed in the form of policy and structural changes which were not readily
evident at the community-based level. However, at the national level, large-scale impact was
more evident. Reflections from the entrepreneurs confirmed the same, as the founder of
Nafisika Trust pointed out:
I was seeing the repeat offenders coming in . . . I decided to meet all the repeat offenders and find out
the root cause. . .I asked them for interventions that they needed to change their lives. . .I began to
research on how can we run prisons differently (entrepreneur 5, personal communication, 13
November 2019).

Creation of systemic change at the local level in the area of youth unemployment in
developing economies is explained as follows by the founder of Flip Africa:
The way we have defined employment. . .excluded a lot of young people from social safety nets,
access to health care, social security, access to credit. . . Our organization aims to reverse this where
young people can find dignified work (entrepreneur 2, personal communication, 30 October 2019).

The idea to form an enterprise came from experience in the national arena. There was a need
to create systemic change, as the founder of The Youth Banner (TYB) explained:
. . .when the government was starting the youth fund in Nairobi, I was part of the collaborative
team. . .We decided to publicize entrepreneurship so that the youth could be assisted to generate
ideas. . . I realized that it was not possible to train people on entrepreneurship in a week or two. A
larger time frame was needed and that was when TYB was born (entrepreneur 6, personal
communication, 4 December 2019).

Closeness to the problem
Deeply rooted compassion or closeness to the missions or causes supported by their
organizations describes the component titled, “closeness to the problem”. Findings on
informants’ motivation to create social enterprises have a common thread in which the
trigger was intensely personal due to the informants’ increased resonance with the
motivational factor. Having a child with special needs (Hill Preparatory School), living in
poverty (FADECO) and being thrown out of school for lack of school fees (National
Union of Coffee Agribusinesses and Farm Enterprises [NUCAFE]) influenced some of
the social entrepreneurs towards the creation of social enterprises. An interviewee had
this to say:
I grew up in a land of paradox. There was a lot of poverty. People had a lot of land, but the people
were poor. I was exposed to many aspects of life which contributed to who I am now. I decided to
become a missionary to make things better (entrepreneur 1, personal communication, 30
October 2019).
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Past-life events
There were observable interconnections of closeness to the problem and helping society
which can be themed as life events where their close resonance to the problem caused the
social entrepreneurs to want to help the society. This was evident in Fundi Bots comments:

Successful
social
enterprises in
East Africa

The motivation to start the enterprise was deeply personal. I was a tinkerer from an early age, and I
thought school would tolerate this, but it did not. . .. (Later on in life) I then realized two things: the
curriculum had become worse than when I was in school, and secondly, there were people who were
inquisitive about robot learning who wanted to explore so that is where the idea for using robotics
came from (entrepreneur 3, personal communication, 31 October 2019).
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We found accidental religious factors as a component of motivation, a finding not present in
Germak and Robinson’s (2014) framework. The founder of Nafisika Trust stated that
My journey into social entrepreneurship was almost out of “happenchance”. . .This was really God
ordering my steps into the prisons where I began to see the challenges that the prison inmates faced
(entrepreneur 5, personal communication, 13 November 2019).

Our data showed that the findings could be used to build on those of Germak and Robinson
(2014). Our study emphasized past-life events rather than the social entrepreneurs’ previous
experience within these sectors.
Motivation as an antecedent to success in social entrepreneurship
RQ2. How do these social entrepreneurs define the success of their enterprises?.
In social entrepreneurship, success is linked to the creation of social value, change (Alvord
et al., 2004; Dees, 1998; Drayton, 2002; Sharir and Lerner, 2006) and impact in the
transformation of individuals, community, society or region (Alvord et al., 2004; Drucker,
1994; Mair and Marti, 2006; Maseno and Wanyoike, 2020). Social entrepreneurs act as change
agents in the social sector by adopting a mission to create and sustain social value (Dees,
1998). The themes found in the definitions of successful social entrepreneurship support this
assertion and included building local capacity, creation of social value and the creation of
systemic change. These factors are also noted by Alvord et al. (2004):
Building local capacity involves working with the poor and marginalized populations to identify
capacities needed for self-help and helping to build those capacities. This approach is based on the
assumption that given increases in local capacities, local actors may solve many of their own
problems (p. 267).

Success linked to building the capacity of poor and marginalized groups
The study found that the capacities of the poor and marginalized communities needed to be
built in relation to the specific sectors that the social entrepreneurs operate in (see Table 3).
This study found that building the capacity of communities was seen as successful social
entrepreneurship by all the entrepreneurs due to the social value and impact created. Success
was linked to the social entrepreneurs’ own enterprise. A total of two levels of systemic
change were evidenced at the community and national levels. Table 4 shows the social
entrepreneurs’ definitions of success, social value creation and level of systemic change.
All the social entrepreneurs added social value which was created by their enterprises
building the capacity of the marginalized groups. This in turn left the communities better off
than they were prior to the establishment of the social enterprises. Social value was evident
through the transfer of technology which increased income for farmers who were drying and
packaging fresh produce for exports in Tanzania (entrepreneur 1) and their ability to use
technology through the use of a supply-based mobile platform to sell produce directly to
retailers in Uganda (entrepreneur 9).
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Theme
Building local capacities
needed for self-help in the
poor and marginalized
groups

Social
enterprise
FADECO

Flip Africa
Fundi Bots

Youth LITE
Nafisika Trust

The Youth
Banner
NUCAFE

Table 3.
Identification of
capacities needed for
self-help in poor
marginalized groups

Crafts of
Africa
Nampya
Farmers
Market
Hill
Preparatory
School

Nature of marginalized group

Capacity needed

Poor small-scale farmers in
N.W Tanzania unable to
leverage their land, resources
and available markets
Unemployed youth in
Uganda left out of national
safety nets
Students in Ugandan schools
lacking activity-based
learning, relevant science and
practical skills resulting in
low skill sets
Unemployed university
youth in informal settlements
with their ideas not accepted
Unskilled Prison inmates
with nothing to go back to
after release, thus becoming
repeat offenders
Rural unemployed youth with
no training or support to
generate good business ideas
Poor coffee farmers who did
not know the value of their
coffee or own it due to lack of
policy
Artisans in Kenya with no
markets for products
Poor farmers bound to
brokers for survival to reach
markets for their produce
Stigmatized learning disabled
children who have to be
educated out of the country
due to lack of integrated
schools

Technology to preserve and
package perishable
horticultural produce
Jobs including access to credit
medical cover, insurance
Robotic learning enhancing
problem-solving skills and
partnership with business
mentors
Business linkage to youth for
collaborative solutions
Rehabilitation through
attitude change and
entrepreneurship training of
inmates
Empowerment through
training and acceleration of
their ideas
Value addition to coffee
through an enabling
environment
Export markets and tourism
for their products
Direct link to markets their
produce
Mainstreaming through
integration of special and
normal children in school

In the education sector, capacities were built and social value created with schools adopting
the use of robotics to teach science (entrepreneur 3). The integration of regular and special
needs children to learn from each other brought down the cost of special education and
reduced the stigma on the child with special needs (entrepreneur 10). Youth employment
added social value in different ways, whereby the training of rural youth was done with the
precondition that they give back to society by teaching their community members what they
had learnt (entrepreneur 6). Improved self-esteem and renewed commitment to providing
innovative solutions to business added value to the youth through their ability to be
employed as student consultants in companies (entrepreneur 4). Social value was created by
and for unemployed youth who are able to offer their skills and talents by working, which
allows them to enjoy the safety nets that come with employment (entrepreneur 2). Social value
from the correctional facilities in Kenya came through changed mindsets and ecosystems
allowing inmates to get rehabilitated and integrated back into society and reducing the rate of
repeat offences (entrepreneur 5). Artisans had social value created for them by enabling them
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Theme
Capacities built
creating social
value and
systemic change

Entrepreneur
1

2
3

4

5

Enterprise success in
building capacity

Social value creating
systemic change

Farmers do what they
could not do before
through food drying
technology and
packaging for export
Consistent disruption of
the ways people find
work
Schools embracing
robotic learning and
integration to the
national curriculum
Impact and positive
feedback from
businesses and the
student consultants
Volunteers gain work
experience, prisoners are
integrated back to their
families as productive
citizens

Farmers get the technology
freely and modify it to
make it better

National

Decentralizing power and
shifting power from
employers to the youth
Problem-solving skills for
sciences and job skills are
gained

Community

6

Achieving one’s
objectives

7

Influencing policy at a
high level, creating an
enabling environment for
value-added coffee
Combined projects are
able to run on their own
even when one is not
there
Farmers connect directly
to food retail vendors in
the city on a mobile
platform
Teaching techniques for
integrated schools
adopted by the Uganda
National Institute of
Special Education

8

9

10

Level of
systemic
change

Successful
social
enterprises in
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National

changed mindset due to
starting from the slums

Community

National discourse,
changed mindsets and
ecosystem is changed as
the prison headquarter
becomes a partner of
change
Empowered rural
communities through the
skills training
Farmers sell value-added
coffee and increase income
by 250–900%

National

Community
National

Artisans earn income from
exports and hosting
tourists

Community

Improved lives of small
holder farmers through
better prices for their
produce
Regular and special needs
children are integrated and
stigma is reduced

Community

National

Table 4.
Social entrepreneurs’
definitions of success
on building capacity to
create systemic change

to access international markets to sell their crafts and encouraging interaction with tourists
who visit their premises, thus increasing their income.
Success from social enterprises at systemic level
Systemic change, which is a key Ashoka selection component (Ashoka, 2020; Leviner et al.,
2006), is a critical pathway to success. Achieving systemic change was also seen through the
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creation of lasting structures that solve problems long term. Change at the national level
influenced policy and impacted the top levels of government institutions. Community-level
change involved the communities that the social entrepreneurs interacted with locally. Flip
Africa was creating change at the community level, despite being in the infancy stage. It
exhibits the potential for national change as more youth join its platform. The social
entrepreneur from Flip Africa said that
Success can be defined as the consistent disruption of what work is. . . Looking at the way we are
hiring and shifting power from employers who underpay.. . . (entrepreneur 2, personal
communication, 30 October 2019).

As observed from the social enterprise dealing with correctional facilities, systemic change
was at both the community level and the national level where policy is made. The
entrepreneur from Nafisika Trust reiterated that
Success in the prisoners is when one sees them integrating and are productive citizens and re-joining
with their families. . .with the prison headquarter becoming a partner of change and stakeholder in
issues affecting prisoners (entrepreneur 5, personal communication, 13 November 2019).

Systemic change in the ability to influence and change policy at the national level and
transform lives was evident at NUCAFE, where the founder expressed that
Influencing policy is also a high level of success. The organization has transformed the lives of
farmers in such a way that the policy created an enabling environment for farmers to add value to
their coffee. Farmers who were selling completely raw material coffee are now able to sell value
added coffee. Midway in the value chain when they graduated from primary raw materials, they
increased their income by at least 250%. Then progressing towards the end of the value chain they
increase their income by 900% (entrepreneur 7, personal communication, 5 December 2019).

Success through becoming irrelevant
The findings on how the social entrepreneurs defined success transcended systemic change,
whereby the changes intended by the social entrepreneur had been achieved at national or
community levels. The capacity of the community had also been built to such a level that the
communities could now solve their problems without intervention (Alvord et al., 2004) and the
entrepreneurs were no longer needed. A total of four entrepreneurs – Fundi Bots, Crafts of
Africa/People to People Tourism, The Youth Banner and FADECO – defined success from
this perspective. They opined that
Success is irrelevance: the minute we are not needed anymore, we know we have done our work
(entrepreneur 3, personal communication, 31 October 2019).
Success is when you see the projects running on their own even when one is not there (entrepreneur 8,
personal communication, 5 December 2019).
Success is achieving one’s objectives. It is also when people learn from the ideas shared (entrepreneur
6, personal communication, 4 December 2019).

Successful social entrepreneurship through the use of mobilizing existing assets of
marginalized groups, as proposed by Alvord et al. (2004), was supported. The
combinations of success can be viewed as creations of systemic change through building
capacities and no longer being needed. This is summarized by the entrepreneur from
FADECO:
Success is helping people do what they could not do before. . . So, I used “copy left” where I teach
people to use the technology and they can modify it and make it better and for me, I move on.
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Motivational components
1st order
Helping Society
Commitment to public
interest
Compassion
Policy making
Closeness to social
problem
Deep rooted
compassion or
closeness to the
missions or causes
supported by their
organizations
Increased resonance of
the motivational factor

Past Life Events
Closeness to social
problem thus
Helping Society

Building Capacity
Creating social value for
poor and marginalized
groups. Thus
communities can do
what they could not do
before

95
Successful Social Entrepreneurship
Engagement

Achievement
Orientation
Need to complete a
significant
achievement or impact
Get recognition for it
Non-Monetary Focus
Pure Profit motive
Triple bottom line
Personal Fulfilment
Independence
Self-actualization
need to start a SE
Motivated by high
order needs

Successful
social
enterprises in
East Africa

Success components
2nd Order

Irrelevance
Systemic change is complete at community
and national level. communities can do
what they could not do before and solve
problems on their own
Achievement Orientation
Need to complete a
significant achievement or
impact with a nonmonetary focus

Systemic Change
Changing structures and
policy at national and
community level.

Figure 2.
Social entrepreneurs’
motivations as an
antecedent to
successful social
entrepreneurship
engagement

Everyone is a changemaker in different ways. Remove the blinders and help them make it
(entrepreneur 1, personal communication, 30 October 2019).

Success translated to identifying the capacities of the poor and marginalized groups, building
their capacities and creating social value relating to systemic change at community, national
or both levels. Figure 2 illustrates the motivational components stemming from Germak and
Robinson’s framework as antecedents to success. Success is attained where social
entrepreneurs, motivated by past-life events and a strong achievement orientation, engage
in building capacity of the communities triggering systemic change. Systemic change at
community and national levels leads to successful social entrepreneurship engagement to the
extent that they have served their purpose and are no longer needed.
Discussion
Theories building on motivation of social entrepreneurs contribute towards making it a
structured field (Mair and Marti, 2006) right from definitions to motivations of social
entrepreneurs in new venture creation. Understanding motivation contributes to theory on
personal attitudes and characteristics of entrepreneurs (Kuratko et al., 1997). This study
provides a deeper understanding of the motivations of social entrepreneurs in the East
African region to create a social enterprise. It also explores their definitions of successful
social entrepreneurship as directly related to their social enterprises. To respond to the
question of what factors motivated the social entrepreneurs in East Africa to create social
enterprises, the five themes from Germak and Robinson’s (2014) framework were supported,
albeit with variations. The study came up with the category themed “past life events”. These
are events which are experienced by social entrepreneurs and thus cause them to see the
flaws in what was currently available and work towards alleviating them or prevent a similar
issue from happening to others (Humphris, 2017; Yitshaki and Kropp, 2015).
Gender-based studies in Europe, the USA and India found the need for achievement,
independence, job satisfaction and economic necessity as key motivators for venture creation
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(Buttner and Moore, 1997; Cromie, 1987; Goffee and Scase, 1985; Hisrich and Brush, 1984;
Singh, 1993; Vijaya and Kamalanabhan, 1998). These findings are linked to Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs theory and McClelland’s theory of need (achievement). Need for
achievement and independence are similar to findings from Germak and Robinson (2014) and
this study with the difference of achievement stemming from the need to create impact and
systemic change in societies. Economic necessity or a monetary focus was not present in
Germak and Robinson’s study, nor in our study. Understanding how traditional
entrepreneurs differ in theory and purpose (Roberts and Woods, 2005) from social
entrepreneurs builds the nascent field of social entrepreneurship.
Rooted in Germak and Robinson’s (2014) framework, past-life events connect closeness to
the problem by linking it to helping the society through commitment to public interest. Crosscountry studies on motivations of traditional entrepreneurs found communitarianism
(Sheinberg and MacMillan, 1988) and contributions to group welfare (Dubini, 1988) as
motivations for entrepreneurial engagement similar to those found in social entrepreneurs. In
our study, past-life events were the most prevalent findings with the entrepreneurs. The life
events connected to this study are those identified by Yitshaki and Kropp (2015) as presentlife events which lead to wanting to help people who face similar problems (Drennan et al.,
2015) and past-life events which lead to wanting to help people to overcome events which they
themselves have overcome (Omorede, 2014). Of the two life events, past-life events were
observed in seven out of the ten social entrepreneurs. They included FADECO, Flip Africa,
Fundi Bots, Youth Lead, Inspire, Transform, Empower (LITE) Kenya, NUCAFE, Nampya
Farmers Market and Hill Preparatory School.
Closeness to the problem based on compassion (Miller et al., 2012) builds on Elliot’s (2019)
antecedents of the intention to engage in social entrepreneurship where the individual has
first-hand rather than remote knowledge of the problem which leads to identification of a
solution through starting a social enterprise (Hervieux and Voltan, 2018). The findings on this
component concur with the qualitative findings in earlier research (Germak and Robinson,
2014; Wong and Tang, 2007) and relate to the quantitative findings of Drennan et al. (2015)
who used a much younger sample of respondents.
tThese findings are an important contribution to African data since past-life events and
closeness to the problem are experienced by predominantly low-income countries such as those
found in the East African region. Social entrepreneurs in these regions may have endured
similar hardships to the poor and marginalized groups that they currently operate in. This
finding supports prior research which argues that context is key (Aramand, 2012; RiveraSantos et al., 2015) when conducting research in developing economies (Omorede, 2014),
Motivational components

Success components

Past life events

Building capacity
Creating social value for poor
and marginalized groups.
Thus communities can do
what they could not do before

Closeness to social problem
thus
Helping Society

Figure 3.
Social
entrepreneurship
motivation and success
framework

Achievement Orientation
Need to complete a significant
achievement or impact with a
non-monetary focus

Systemic Change
Changing structures and
policy at national and
community level.
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Successful Social Entrepreneurship
Engagement

Irrelevance
Systemic change is complete at
community and national level.
Communities can do what they could
not do before and solve problems on
their own
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more so in low-income countries. This assertion should inform research carried out in
developing economies on motivations for setting up social enterprises and what is perceived as
successful social entrepreneurship.
As illustrated in Figure 3, this study finds the two motivational components (past-life
events and achievement orientation) are precursors to success through building capacity and
creating systemic change. These in turn lead to the success of social entrepreneurship
engagement where the social enterprises or the entrepreneurs become irrelevant.
Motivational components found in the current study link to other studies carried out in
Africa where helping society relates to compassion and empathy (Elliot, 2019), compassion
and humanitarian aspects (Ghalwash et al., 2017) and the first-order concept of feeling the
need to help others due to poor economic situations (Omorede, 2014). Religious conviction is a
weak theme that translates to the aggregate theme of an intentional mindset stemming from
alertness to a social cause and propensity to act (Omorede, 2014). Achievement orientation as
a motivation for social enterprise creation is a strong theme found in all the entrepreneurs.
This stems from the need to complete a significant achievement or impact as evidenced in
Table 2. This finding contributes to prior research on creation of social value and impact
(Alvord et al., 2004) and the dimensions of success (Sharir and Lerner, 2006).
Boluk and Mottiar (2014) found additional motivational factors of profits and financial
viability. Although these were not identified as key motivating factors in this study, money
was seen as important in running a successful social enterprise: for operational expenses,
scaling up the enterprise and especially in infrastructure. This may be a limitation to this
study since Ashoka fellows receive a stipend in the initial years of running their social
enterprises and could have influenced the non-monetary focus where all participants had noprofit motives. An interesting observation on the intention to create an enterprise was that
most of the entrepreneurs did not start out as social entrepreneurs and were well into
addressing the social problem when they realized that they needed to establish a legal form
for their businesses. Thus, from the interviews, some enterprises started informally and were
registered later.
A major contribution of this study is that it builds on linking the social entrepreneurs’
motivation to engage in social entrepreneurship and how they define success for their social
enterprises (see Figure 3). We found that the social entrepreneurs defined success based on
the ability to identify the capacities of the poor and marginalized needed for self-help in the
society; building those capacities to create social value to a level where the marginalized could
help themselves through solving their own problems and creation of systemic change at the
national and community levels. An interesting finding was that of irrelevance of the social
entrepreneur or not being needed anymore. This was as a result of achievement of the
objectives and the ability of the community to solve their own problems through the building
of their capacities or as a result of achieved systemic change. This finding contributes to prior
research on the criteria for success in social ventures (Sharir and Lerner, 2006) and social
value and impact (Alvord et al., 2004). It validates the Ashoka criterion of being a changemaker and creation of systemic change (Ashoka, 2020) through small- and large-scale
impacts. The use of technological or digital platforms could propel the social enterprises to
national level due to the availability of the platforms to the masses. This was evident in the
cases of Flip Africa with youth employment through a digital platform and Nampya Farmers
Market through a mobile-based supply chain platform.
This finding connected to Germak and Robinson’s (2014) motivation component of
helping the society where success means not being needed anymore. In relation to this
assertion, one of the respondents in their study stated that

Successful
social
enterprises in
East Africa
97

If we do our job right and empower the community, we would not be needed. So, we’re in the business
to be out of business. . . (respondent in Germak and Robinson, 2014, p. 14).
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This study contributes to Germak and Robinson’s (2014) social entrepreneurship motivation
framework by linking it to success components leading to successful social entrepreneurship
engagement. The motivational components in the framework – achievement orientation and
past-life events – both linked to irrelevance when systemic change is complete. Systemic
change is achieved through building capacities of the poor or marginalized people and
changing of structures and policy at the national level influencing policy decisions at higher
government levels. Figure 3 shows the social entrepreneurship motivation and success
framework resulting from this study.
Conclusion
The aim of this study was to investigate the motivations of social entrepreneurs and their
identified links to successful social entrepreneurship in East Africa through qualitative
enquiry. The researchers were more interested in getting social entrepreneurs with a
proven track record such as Ashoka fellows to better understand their motivations in
creating their enterprises and what they perceived as successful social entrepreneurship.
For all of them, the creation of systemic change at community and national levels through
the building of capacities of marginalized groups such as the poor farmers, the unemployed
youth, vulnerable children, prison inmates and artisans formed the basis of their
understanding of success linked to their motivations to start enterprises. The factors of
motivation identified in this study were achievement orientation with a non-monetary
focus and past-life events (a combination of closeness to the problem and helping society).
A less prevalent finding was personal fulfilment from self-actualization and was more in
line with a need for independence. Motivation was intensely personal in the intention to
start a social enterprise. Some of the participants had no idea when they started their
ventures that they were engaging in social entrepreneurship. It is hoped that the
information generated from this research would be beneficial to Ashoka, social
entrepreneurs, policymakers and other Ashoka fellows to illustrate how one’s
motivations are linked to one’s success.
The use of cases allowed for an in-depth understanding of the variables as an
exploratory study seeking to build on a recent framework and contribute to further
studies. The study has limitations based on the small sample of the study and the
participants’ specific affiliation to Ashoka. Further research should be carried out on
other critical success factors identified by Sharir and Lerner (2006) which could have been
neutralized in this study by the fact that the respondents were Ashoka fellows. This may,
by default, have created social networks and long-term cooperation with other
organizations. At the same time, the large global network that Ashoka possesses
creates opportunity for future research directed to the change-making impacts of Ashoka
fellows in the countries and regions that they operate in. The social, cultural and regional
context of research is important in social entrepreneurship, calling for further research in
developing economies to act as comparative research to that done in developed
economies.
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